University of Massachusetts Boston

ScholarWorks at UMass Boston
Instructional Design Capstones Collection

Instructional Design Graduate Program

4-25-2021

Asynchronous Training for Online Teaching Assistants
Jason Snellings

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umb.edu/instruction_capstone
Part of the Instructional Media Design Commons, and the Online and Distance Education Commons

1
A final project presented to the faculty of the
Instructional Design Master’s Degree Program
University of Massachusetts at Boston

ASYNCHRONOUS TRAINING FOR ONLINE TEACHING ASSISTANTS

Submitted by
Jason Snellings
University of Massachusetts Boston

in partial fulfillment for the requirement of the degree
MASTER OF EDUCATION
April 25, 2021

___________________________________________________

Approved by Dr. Carol Ann Sharicz, Faculty

2
Abstract
The University of Massachusetts Boston (UMB) eLearning and Instructional Design (eLID)
team provides technical support to faculty and teaching assistants (TAs) as they teach online
courses. There is currently a lack of support for TAs to properly train them to handle the
technical tasks designated to them by faculty. This lack of education results in an increased
workload on the eLID team in responding to TAs. Research was conducted to determine what
the common duties of TAs are and what roles they should be able to fulfill at UMB. In addition,
research was used to determine the best method of engaging TAs in an asynchronous format.
Using the findings, it was determined to build an asynchronous course in the Blackboard
Learning Management System (LMS) to train TAs for online courses. Seven main areas of focus
were determined to be the most common issues encountered by TAs in their duties, both in
Blackboard and in Zoom Video Conferencing: 1) the UMB course template, 2) announcements
and discussions, 3) rubrics and assignments, 4) full grade center and needs grading, 5) grading
discussion boards and assignments, 6) scheduling within Zoom, and 7) managing Zoom sessions.
A series of microlearnings were developed, containing videos, webpages, and written
documentation to teach TAs how to complete these common tasks autonomously. These lessons
were implemented via a course within the UMB Blackboard LMS. A plan to evaluate the
effectiveness of this course for the future is also discussed.

Keywords: teaching assistant, asynchronous, online, Blackboard, microlearning

3
Table of Contents

Overview of Organization .............................................................................................................. 5
Problem Statement .......................................................................................................................... 5
Needs Assessment........................................................................................................................... 5
Performance Objectives .............................................................................................................. 8
Instructional Strategy ...................................................................................................................... 9
Development of Materials ............................................................................................................ 12
State Here (Syllabus) ................................................................................................................ 13
Weekly Sessions ....................................................................................................................... 13
Lesson 1: Blackboard Orientation ........................................................................................ 13
Lesson 2: Announcements and Discussions ......................................................................... 13
Lesson 3: Rubrics and Assignments ..................................................................................... 14
Lesson 4: Full Grade Center and Needs Grading ................................................................. 14
Lesson 5: Grading Discussion Boards and Assignments ...................................................... 14
Lesson 6: Scheduling with Zoom Video Conferencing ........................................................ 15
Lesson 7: Managing Zoom Video Conferencing Sessions ................................................... 15
Course Materials ....................................................................................................................... 15
Discussions ............................................................................................................................... 16
Proposed Implementation Plan ..................................................................................................... 16
Evaluation ..................................................................................................................................... 16
References ..................................................................................................................................... 18
Appendices.................................................................................................................................... 19
Appendix A ................................................................................................................................... 19

4
Appendix B ................................................................................................................................... 27
Appendix C ................................................................................................................................... 28
Appendix D ................................................................................................................................... 29
Appendix E ................................................................................................................................... 30
Appendix F ................................................................................................................................... 33
Appendix G ................................................................................................................................... 34
Appendix H ................................................................................................................................... 35
Appendix I .................................................................................................................................... 36
Appendix J .................................................................................................................................... 37
Appendix K ................................................................................................................................... 38
Appendix L ................................................................................................................................... 39
Appendix M .................................................................................................................................. 40
Appendix N ................................................................................................................................... 42
Appendix O ................................................................................................................................... 43

5
Asynchronous Training for Online Teaching Assistants
Overview of Organization
The University of Massachusetts Boston is a public university that has over 16,000
students, both graduate and undergraduate. In the last year, the entire university has gone from
having mostly in person classes to having a complete online and remote curriculum. At the
center of this is the eLearning and Instructional Design (eLID) team, which consists of ten staff
and multiple graduate assistants. The goal of this team is to provide technological and
pedagogical support to faculty and support student success by helping faculty address new ways
to engage their students. They are responsible for teaching faculty how to use online course
elements such as grading within the Blackboard Learning Management System (LMS) or the
different functions in a live synchronous session using Zoom.
Problem Statement
Within the university, there is a large population of professors who have Teaching
Assistants (TAs) whom are not adequately trained in using the learning technology available to
faculty. Because their TAs are not always well-versed with different learning technologies, the
faculty often turn to the eLID team for assistance. Much of the information is repeated with each
of these faculty members, often multiple times in the same semester or from one semester to the
next. In a time when most professors are new to using these online technologies, there needs to
be a dedicated training for TAs so that they can resolve issues for faculty. This will reduce the
increasingly overwhelming workload of the eLID team.
Needs Assessment
The three main avenues for the needs assessment for this course were to conduct a survey
of current semester TAs (see Appendix A), interview members of the eLID team for their
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personal experience with TAs and professors (see Appendix B) and review previous work tickets
that involved TAs within the ticket system at UMB. Through looking at these three areas, the
goal was to establish what kinds of duties are assigned to TAs and what issues they encounter. It
was also important to see what the expectations are for TAs from both professors and the eLID
team. The eLID team needs to consistently repeat information to both TAs and professors related
to fundamental tasks within the Blackboard course. Having to repeat this information causes an
overwhelming workload for the eLID team, who have other larger issues that require their
attention amid the ongoing pandemic. The instructional goals are as follows:
•

Educate TAs on essential duties to reduce professor downtime when building Blackboard
courses and reduce the active eLID team support needed for these classes.

•

Build a depository of reference resources for TAs during the semester as a first-level
troubleshooting solution.

•

Teach TAs the recommended ways to manage online classes for a consistent student
experience across all UMB courses.

The target audience are both graduate and undergraduate students at a university level who are
taking on roles as TAs. Based on the study by Miller et al. (2020) “it is important for instructors
to obtain an understanding of students’ technological abilities prior to starting an online course to
determine how much additional technology support may be needed” (p. 13). They found in their
results that students reported “that technology was a barrier to their learning” (Miller et al., 2020,
p. 13). To account for this, the TAs surveyed in this needs assessment were asked how much
experience they had with the different technologies with five different levels of experience from
none to expert. Over 75% of TAs surveyed reported having average or above average skills with
both Blackboard and Zoom. In addition to this, at least 97% of TAs reported that they were
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currently able to troubleshoot technical issues with no problems or by finding the answer on their
own. Aside from the technical background questions, TAs were also asked to identify the
different types of duties available in both Zoom and Blackboard courses, among them being
building items in the Blackboard course shell, grading student deliverables, and managing
different aspects of the Zoom sessions. Through this survey, it became apparent what the most
common duties of TAs were based on their experiences and each of those more common ones
will be addressed in the design of the training.
When interviewing the members of the eLID team, one of the most important
considerations was to speak with the instructional designer who developed a similar course that
is being used by instructors themselves, called the Teach Online course. It was important to the
design of this course to maintain a consistent aesthetic between the two courses, but still allow
each to have distinct training elements. Much of the information gathered by this first interview
was reinforcing the results of the survey, in that grading and managing student deliverables and
the Blackboard Grade Center were the first item discussed. Beyond that, the instructional
designer also noted how there needs to be a place for TAs to go to find all available resources for
them in one central location. They discussed the possibility of using the Resources area of the
course being developed to serve this purpose for TAs. The instructional designer also expressed
a desire that the course content be developed with the mindset that the materials would be used
to reinforce what the instructors themselves were taught in their own course for online teaching.
The other member of the eLID interviewed expressed similar desires and issues that were
brought up. This instructional designer placed more emphasis on the Grade Center being a huge
part of the toolkit needed for TAs and mentioned teaching TAs how to use the different items
available to them, such as announcements.
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The final area was reviewing the previous tickets in the work ticket system at UMB.
After looking at the results of the survey and speaking with the eLID instructional designer team
members, it became apparent that many of the issues were related to grading Blackboard and
managing live sessions in Zoom. The tickets in the work ticket system lend further emphasis to
these areas. In addition to these issues, some of the TA tickets were more focused on technical
issues in using software and often required only providing them with where to look for steps
resolving an issue. This would be where having the Resources section of the course would be
beneficial, as TAs could constantly refer to this area to find the appropriate aid as a first level
troubleshooting step.
In keeping all this feedback in mind, specifically the desire to have the course serve as a
compliment to the Teaching and Learning Online course for instructors, this new course is going
to be designed as a shorter, more focused Blackboard course. There will be content folders for
each lesson with different types of content. By building this as a Blackboard course, it can be
carried forward from semester to semester for each new incoming group of TAs easily, and not
need to be rebuilt each time.
Performance Objectives
Upon completion of this course, TAs at UMB will be able to autonomously:
•

resolve over 75% of issues encountered by their professors when using Zoom Video
Conferencing Software.

•

assist professors in building necessary content within a Blackboard LMS course shell.

•

grade student deliverables and manage the Full Grade Center in a Blackboard LMS
course shell.
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•

find resolutions to common technology issues encountered in online courses using
provided reference resources.
Instructional Strategy
This course is going to be divided into seven lessons that represent the most important

and common duties of TAs as found by the previously discussed needs assessment. These
lessons will each have their own folder within the Blackboard course that contain the same
essential elements. Among those elements will be stated learning objectives and a checklist for
what is expected to be completed as part of that lesson. The research by Choi (2016) found that
“learning content…should be presented in such ways that learners can plan, monitor and regulate
such activities” (p. 10). Choi (2016) defines this as allowing use of a metacognitive strategy and
the results of their study found that elements of metacognitive strategy “led to learners’
satisfaction in the online learning environment” (p. 10) to a significant degree. If the learners can
see what needs to be completed upfront, they can plan to complete all those elements on their
own time without feeling pressured or rushed.
When building the content for this course, it is important to keep in mind that the TAs are
not designing the course they are assigned to; they are merely managing the content as directed
by the instructor. Research from Fadia & Fresko (2020) with a group of graduate TAs noted that
the “least discussed topics [between instructors and TAs] are related to teaching pedagogy” and
that regarding the TA’s job responsibilities “familiarity with the syllabus was the most discussed
aspect” (p. 553). Common items on a syllabus are the schedules of class content, communication
methods between instructors and students and, above all else, the grading schemas for the class.
With that in mind, the content in this course will be designed to focus on those elements of the
course specifically. In the lesson regarding building content in Blackboard, the focus will be on
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the how, and not the why, of building the items. This will focus on instructing TAs about the
standard practices used within the UMB online course design and how to take information from
an instructor and best deliver it to the students. The entire lesson on grading student deliverables
will focus on getting the grade center in Blackboard to match with what the professor expects
from their grading schema on their syllabus.
In another study, Choi (2018) found that real-life examples “recognize the importance of
using authentic content that can be emotional…examples come from instructors’ life
experiences, and, through reflection, they can reveal their genuine emotion. By being vulnerable
to students, [students] can feel connected to their instructors” (p. 58). During this course, it will,
therefore, be crucial to include as many real-life experiences as possible when building content.
As an example, in building a video of using Zoom breakout rooms, instead of just showing
rooms called 1, 2, and 3, a story could be told where the instructor wants to split the students up
into discussion groups with specific topics and each room could be named based on that.
Since a large portion of this course is going to be focused on performing tasks within an
online environment, the decision is being made to employ a large amount of video instruction.
When using a new piece of software, often it can be confusing to try to follow written
instructions with subpar visuals. By using videos, it will allow for employing the multimedia
principle of design to access both the visual and auditory channels of the learners, thereby
increasing their chance for retention of the information. The cursor on the screen can be
highlighted to draw the attention of the learners to where they need to click while the narrator
speaks. It also shows the learners what the entire screen they are going to see will look like,
thereby immersing them in the content more directly. In building the videos, it will be important
to pay special attention to the editing done, as according to Choi (2018), “students are immersed
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in online videos [today]…and understand what makes a good video” (pp. 58-59). If the videos
are edited poorly, it could cause an inverse effect and cause students to not consider the narrator
an expert on the subject and disinterest them in the materials.
The study by Zanjani et al. (2016) of both students and teachers found that there is a
“need for designing a series of online activities that do not limit students’ engagement to the
lecture theatre, and…provide opportunities for them to be more involved with what they are
studying” (p. 522). As a result of this, merely building lecture videos is not sufficient for making
the course be engaging to students. To add variety, the course will also utilize a discussion board
where students can interact with each other for questions both during and after the course has
been completed, as well as having the TAs complete ungraded, formative assessments in a
private practice shell that can only be viewed by the course manager and the TA. As reported by
the study by Miller et al. (2020), learners “noted that they valued quality instruction involving
timely feedback and formative assessment” (p. 10). The course will accomplish this by including
an ungraded reflection assignment at the end of each lesson asking for feedback from the TAs
and providing a space for them to interact with the course manager in a positive way about the
topics covered in that lesson. The course manager will then respond to the TAs quickly and
answer any questions that were brought up.
The course will not have a large amount of direct contact between the TAs themselves.
According to the study by Schroeder et al. (2016):
When asked how much connectivity they desired with their advisor, instructors, students,
and the program as whole, it was evident that students desired very high connectivity
with their instructors (48% of students indicated “very high”)…with few wanting high
connectivity with other students in the program (12%). (p. 254)
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As all TAs are students at UMB, this research points to a desire among these TAs as learners to
focus on the connection between the TA and the course manager. To address this area, the course
manager will have standing times each week that serve as a virtual office hour where TAs can
come to ask questions in real time, as opposed to waiting for an asynchronous response. The
course manager will also be available for booking meetings with each TA to quickly go over any
questions that arise. Schroeder et al.’s (2016) research found that this presence of the instructor
“may be the most important relationship an online learner has” (p. 261), so it is imperative to
give ample opportunities to develop that relationship.
Development of Materials
The course itself is built as its own course within the Blackboard LMS, titled Teaching
Assistant Online Training Course (see Appendix C). The course uses the standard template that
is used by all courses at UMB to keep navigation consistent with experiences the TAs already
have as students in their studies. The course was originally designed to contain three lessons, one
each based on building Blackboard content, grading Blackboard content, and managing Zoom
class sessions. As the course was being developed, discussions with the eLID team led to the
decision to split these three lessons into seven total smaller lessons. This is in keeping with the
design of the already existent Teaching and Learning Online course for professors, which has the
content broken into much smaller segments. Each of these lessons will contain content ranging
from links to external resources to microlearning videos that were built using SnagIt, a screen
capture software, and then edited using Shotcut, a video editing software, and Audacity, an audio
editing software. The videos were then hosted on YouTube as unlisted and embedded within the
Blackboard course. In addition to the seven lessons being developed, there is also a section of
resources available to the TAs in the course. The resources section will contain external website
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links to use as references both during and after completion of the course. Examples of the
materials here include links to the Blackboard Help website and the UMB eLID webpage. Each
lesson will start with a list of the objectives for that course as one item and then will have a
checklist of what TAs need to do to complete that lesson.
State Here (Syllabus)
The first content area that TAs will be directed to is the Start Here (Syllabus) area (see
Appendix D). This area contains a course orientation video, a welcome message, the
communication policy, a link to the question-and-answer discussion forum, and a link to the
course syllabus (see Appendix E).
Weekly Sessions
The Weekly Sessions area of the course contains all seven individual lessons within the
course. Each lesson is given its own folder within this content area (see Appendix F). Each
Lesson in the Weekly Sessions contains items labeled Overview and Objectives and To Do List.
Each lesson also contains a link to the next lesson to make it easier for students to progress
forward. Beyond those three standard items, there is additional content as outlined below.
Lesson 1: Blackboard Orientation
For the first lesson in the course, TAs will be taught the standard UMB template of a
Blackboard Course. In addition to the standard items, this contains a video introduction to the
UMB template with additional notes and a detailed description of the UMB template Course
Menu (see Appendix G).
Lesson 2: Announcements and Discussions
The second lesson teaches TAs how to properly build announcements and discussion
forums within a Blackboard course. Accompanying the standard items are two newly created
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microlearnings showing the process to create an announcement and a discussion forum. Each of
these videos is also followed by an activity for the TAs to complete in their practice course shell
(see Appendix H). These activities are designed to reinforce what is presented in the videos and
to give TAs hands-on experience with the subject matter.
Lesson 3: Rubrics and Assignments
This lesson teaches TAs how to properly build both a rubric and an assignment within the
Blackboard course. It contains short videos for both topics, as well as activities for each process
that the TAs are to complete in their practice course. There is also the first of three total
reflection assignments that the TAs need to complete as part of this entire course. This
assignment reflects on everything from lessons one, two, and three (see Appendix I).
Lesson 4: Full Grade Center and Needs Grading
This lesson provides information about the Needs Grading area of a Blackboard course
and compares it to the Full Grade Center area of the course. There are also external links to the
official Blackboard Help page on the topic of Needs Grading and the Full Grade Center. In
addition to these links, there is a video with an overview of the Full Grade Center. The last item
is an activity for the students to complete in their practice course shell to become familiar with
using the Full Grade Center and the Needs Grading area (see Appendix J).
Lesson 5: Grading Discussion Boards and Assignments
In addition to the standard items, this lesson contains a video on how to grade a
discussion board, a link to the Blackboard Help webpage that provides a detailed overview of
grading an assignment, an activity for TAs to complete for both new functions, and the second of
three assignments to be turned in for this course (see Appendix K). TAs are asked to reflect on
the grading process from this lesson before moving on to the next lesson.
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Lesson 6: Scheduling with Zoom Video Conferencing
The second to last lesson begins by showing TAs how to properly schedule Zoom
meetings so that they are viewable to all students within a course. There are two videos, as the
process is different depending on whether it is a Zoom meeting specific to a single section of a
class, or if it should be available to multiple sections of the course. The activity for this lesson is
to then schedule two different meetings in Zoom, one for their practice course shell and one
outside of that course shell (see Appendix L).
Lesson 7: Managing Zoom Video Conferencing Sessions
The final lesson teaches TAs how to manage live Zoom Video Conferencing sessions
through microlearnings on three different topics: managing the participants, managing the chat,
and managing breakout rooms. After watching the videos, TAs are instructed to conduct a
meeting in Zoom on their own, either with friends or family or with fellow TAs, to practice the
information shown. They are also allowed to have their own Zoom meeting where they join via
multiple devices and practice by interacting with placeholder participants. Finally, students will
submit their third written reflection, which is a reflection on the entire course, not just on the
Zoom Video Conferencing lessons (see Appendix M).
Course Materials
This section contains links to resources that TAs are encouraged to use both during the
course itself and as a reference after course completion and in the course of their duties as a TA.
The links contained are to a 24/7 support page for students, the UMB eLID website, the UMB
Zoom help webpage and the Blackboard Help webpage (see Appendix N).
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Discussions
There are two discussion forums available to the TAs in the course. The first is a forum
where they can ask questions of the eLID team, which will also be visible to fellow TAs and the
second is a place where TAs are encouraged to share their own tips, tricks, helpful tools, etc.,
that they found while completing the course (see Appendix O).
Proposed Implementation Plan
To implement this training course, TAs who are going to be assisting with completely
online courses at UMB should be identified and enrolled within this course. With a summer
semester having less courses, it could be ideal to use this smaller sample size as a pilot of the
program and then adjust for the much larger enrollments in the fall semester. The TAs should be
enrolled prior to the start of the semester if possible so that they can complete the lessons without
needing to focus on managing a live class at the same time. Doing so will allow the TAs to fully
engage with the materials without competing priorities. There should be at least one member of
the eLID team that is charged with managing and responding to the TAs within the course. It
would be beneficial to split the responsibilities among multiple different team members since the
workload is already overwhelming at times. The recommendation is that, to allow the eLID
members to interact with the TAs practice courses in a timely manner, they develop standard
templates that can be submitted to the discussion boards and assignments that the TAs are asked
to create, thereby reducing downtime for the TAs in the course.
Evaluation
In evaluating this course, the first level that Kirkpatrick discusses of reaction is
accomplished through the built-in assessments of the course, the three submitted reflection
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assignments. From these open-ended and formative assessments, levels of success or failure can
be found.
The second level of evaluation that Kirkpatrick discusses is learning. Again, this course
has activities that are part of the lessons and test the learning of the TAs. By going into each
practice course as part of the review associated to each reflection, the eLID team will be able to
see if TAs were successful in completing the tasks and identify possible mistakes.
Managing the behavior, the third level of Kirkpatrick’s evaluation, can be done after the
initial rollout of the course to TAs. In the semester that follows implementing the course, the
eLID team will be able to monitor whether TAs are opening tickets on items that were covered in
the course. If they are, then it can be determined that their behavior is not changing, despite
having learned the content. If you see less tickets opened involving TAs or the content covered
in the course, then the behavior is likely to have changed among that population.
For the final level of Kirkpatrick’s model, results, looking at actual numbers of tickets is
important. In addition to looking at the types of tickets being opened, such as discussed in level
three, it will be necessary to track the total number of tickets being opened and see if the number
drops in comparison to past semesters. Another key indicator is going to be reviewing the
amount of time that the eLID team is spending on answering tickets. With the overall goal being
to reduce burden on the team, conducting interviews with members will be vital to see if their
stress as it relates to tickets has been reduced by using this program.
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Appendix A
Teaching Assistant Survey Questions and Responses
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Appendix B
eLID Team Interview Questions
1) What kinds of questions do you recall when you have worked with professors regarding
their TAs?
2) What kinds of questions have you received from TAs directly?
3) What kinds of questions from professors do you feel should be able to be handled by their
TAs?
4) How do you feel regarding TA knowledge about the Grade Center?
5) What resources should be provided to TAs as a first step in troubleshooting?
6) Any other topics that you feel are important for all TAs to know in supporting online
courses?
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Appendix C
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Appendix E
Course Syllabus
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Lesson 5 Content Area
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Lesson 7 Content Area
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